The basis of Sir William Osler's fame is elusive to almost all and the appropriateness of such recognition is questioned by many. His many contributions as a practitioner, teacher, writer, and scientist in medicine do not adequately explain his prominence 60 years following his death. It was his participation in the covenant of medicine and the special components of that relationship that may account for his hold on his followers today.
Few men hold a position of reverence comparable to that afforded Sir William Osler by his contemporaries and echoed by several subsequent generations of physicians. The source of his magical hold on the world of medicine is still elusive even though the details of his life have been meticulously sketched in a biographypanegyric by Cushing and amplified many times by his intimates, students, and colleagues. The mythical aura has not gone unchallenged and many detractors believe that the aura is shadowed and the specialness exaggerated. What characteristics allowed him his charismatic hold on all who encountered him? Is the adulation deserved?
Exploration of a prized birthday present given Osler by his devoted wife, Grace Revere, has helped others in providing clues in understanding the man and his accomplishments [10] . The gift was a tryptych, the original of which was seen by Osler during an early visit to Oxford. A copy was made at the request of his wife and that copy now guards the entrance to the Osler library at McGill. The tryptych is composed of the portraits of Sydenham, Linacre, and Harvey, individuals who epitomized "praxis," "litterae," and "scientiae" for Osler.
Thomas Sydenham, who lived from 1624 to 1689, has the reputation of being the first real clinician of modern times, a man who emphasized the bedside approach to the problems of disease. To him we are indebted for excellent clinical descriptions, including those of rheumatic chorea, smallpox, and gout [1] . Osler [9] . He writes "the originals are not original, that every book is a quotation, that genius borrows nobly and the inventor only knows how to borrow" (Fig. 2) . Obviously Osler is not as rash as these scribblings might suggest. In this same talk he assigns authors and thinkers to three categories and points out that an inverse relationship exists between originality and the number of authors or thinkers that can be assigned to any specific category. The first category is the creator, with Shakespeare as the greatest of the world's creators in Osler's estimation. The second is the transmuter, the individual who transforms, who is able to produce change. Osler considered Francis Bacon the first of the modern transmuters. The third category, the largest, is made up of the transmitters. This was personified for Osler by Robert Burton, the seventeenth century author of The Anatomy of Melancholy, a book which Osler highly admired even though he recognized that it was almost totally composed of borrowed material [8] .
Osler in his Principles and Practice of Medicine was obviously a transmitter of knowledge. He applied observations culled from the autopsy table and continued his Darwinian habit of observing, collecting, recording, and tabulating specimens. It was an original work but not a work of high originality. Osler created a medical textbook which transmitted clinical information to generations of doctors and transmuted medicine in doing so. He did not crown his observations with any central insight. Charles Darwin, functioning in a similar way, developed a radical theory of evolution following his long and continued observations of the habits of animals and plants. No one would claim for Osler that same kind of achievement.
The tryptych then does not provide adequate clues to explain Osler's claim or hold on his followers. He exemplified "litterae," "scientiae," "praxis," and added "doctrina." However, his uniqueness is still undefined. Review of his letters reveals that he himself made no claims to greatness. In fact he restricts himself to a single talent, a capacity for industry. He is so self-effacing as to arouse suspicion.
But the failure to explain his greatness may be due to a problem in the methods of modern science; each of the separate sciences is content to treat a part of the whole without considering its relation to the whole. Osler's biography again and again is mind-boggling in outlining his commitment and involvement in the totality of medicine. Growing from a microscopist of protozoans to a morbid anatomist of humans, he became a clinical teacher and produced a textbook so that others might learn in medicine. He created, gave birth to a department of medicine whose tradition continued to influence medicine favorably even today. He provided continuity between medicine in Canada, the United States, and Europe, and, through his own personal efforts in establishing medical societies and libraries, he created connections amongst individual physicians and groups of physicians. He studied the historical links of this society, the links that provide medicine with its traditions and much of its richness. In all of this he was aided and supported by his understanding and gracious wife [2] , and both of them acted as surrogate parents to an exhausting number of young and old in medicine on both continents. His letters of encouragement and praise to colleagues and students, his heartfelt manifestations of joy on the birth or marriage of his friends, and statements of sympathy in obituaries for his departed friends all bear loud testimony to the extent of his involvement and the success of that involvement in medicine.
Osler professed a covenant with medicine as sanctioned by the Hippocratic oath [4] . This establishes between teacher and pupil one of the closest and most sacred relationships that can be imagined, and it does so for no other apparent reason than that the pupil is being instructed in the art of medicine [6, 11] . There is a reciprocity which is basic to the covenant; the giver is enriched by his act of giving [6] . For most physicians, the covenant establishes the brotherhood of the medical guild. For Osler, the covenant encompassed the total fabric of the profession which in return clothed him with the finery of greatness.
The unique character of the covenantal relationship is the source of Osler's specialness in medicine. From his visible and prestigious positions as professor at three leading universities, he was the ideal role model for the individual members of the profession engaging in their own personal covenants. He gave testimony, with his total commitment, to their efforts at "professing" medicine. They responded by returning to him, in crescendo fashion, their recognition of his more complete participation in the covenant of which they were "part-takers." "Praxis," "litterae," "scientiae," "doctrina" equipped him to enter into the covenant with medicine, but it was the covenant that bestowed the greatness which has eluded others.
